So, do we find ourselves seriously handicapped in Fiji by lack of access to new drugs? The short answer is no. We can treat most conditions perfectly adequately with the older drugs available on the essential drugs list. We perhaps have to be more adept than doctors in developed countries at using the drugs we do have rather than simply switching the patient to a new drug. My experience in Fiji suggests that, over the last 20 years, the article of faith that we need new drugs has largely not been fulfilled. So much so that I suggest we should seriously question our belief that these new drugs are essential rather than blindly continue to support it. If we reject this faith it follows that patent protection, and subsidisation by the taxpayer, should be much harder to obtain. Patent protection assumes that innovation requires reward to ensure continuing investment. However, the faith that we must ensure that new drugs continue to be developed has meant that patent protection is given for even trivial developments. If we reject the faith, then patent protection should only be given to real innovation.
The PBS came into being when most new drugs, such as penicillin, were truly life-saving, but unaffordable to most people. However, even when many new drugs were not life-saving, listing on the PBS continued because of the faith that we need new drugs. Listing now requires a new drug to be cost-effective in comparison to other drugs subsidised by the PBS, but many of the drugs currently available have themselves never been proven to be cost-effective. So if we reject the faith, then cost-effectiveness in comparison to current drugs should not be sufficient to justify public subsidy. Perhaps we should go back to the original criterion that a drug should be truly life-saving to justify subsidisation.
Restricting patent protection to real innovation, and restricting subsidies to truly life-saving drugs is almost certainly too powerful a pill for any government (or the medical profession) to swallow. However, is it not better to admit the true situation rather than adhere blindly to an outmoded article of faith?
